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Three


Chapter One


Raffe was already awake and partially dressed when
she woke up the next morning. It wasn’t the first time she had
spent in a client’s bed, but this was a different than usual
circumstance.

“How much do I owe you?” he asked when he saw that
she was awake.

“Owe?” she asked. Because of her job she had a
routine that didn’t involve early rising and she wasn’t fully
awake.

“I’ve got the usual number of ducats, but I don’t
know if I owe you extra for…everything.” He gave her a gentle smile
that neither of them believed. “Never let it be said that Lord
Rafferty vanRivenscuv didn’t deal honestly with those he transacts
with.”

“You don’t owe me anything.”

“You won’t make a living giving it away for free,”
he told her.

Vanda laughed at him. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll
always survive. The three lands will go to war with each other and
wipe out their armies and I’ll have a little tent already set up to
service the survivors.”

His smile melted away. “Don’t say things like that.”
In his hand was a small pouch that clinked pleasantly as he shook
it. “Your usual fee.”

She shook her head, climbed out of the bed and
stretched gloriously. Even under the circumstances Raffe had to
admire her body. She was a natural beauty and events of the gods
had made it so that she could share it with as many men and women
as she wished. Once she had properly stretched, she found her
clothes and began dressing. Vanda might have been a whore, but she
had good manners, good enough manners to be invited into the palace
of the most powerful woman in the world and service lusty men.
“Keep it. I’ve already been paid.”

“You keep it,” he said. “If the queen paid you then
consider this a tip.”

“It was my pleasure to serve you last night.”

“I’m certain it was,” he told her. A quick pass of
his eyes around the room let him spy her silk purse. He grabbed it
off the table and stuffed his coins inside.

“You sound more like yourself,” she told him.

“I’m always myself.”

“See. Full of braggadocio.”

He said nothing for a moment. “You slipped,” he told
her.

“Slipped?”

“Braggadocio? You aren’t any common whore.”

“I’m a very special whore,” she said. “You already
knew that.”

“You’re hiding something.”

“So are you. We all hide things.”

“You didn’t come from some farm in the middle of
nowhere taken in by Lady Bellechose just because you’re beautiful
and fuck like a goddess.”

“I assure you, young man, I am exactly that.”

Before Raffe could answer her there was a sharp rap
at the door and it opened before he could reply. The ambassador
bustled in, his face beaming with job. “Wonderful news from last
night’s negotiations.” He stopped short when he saw Vanda standing
half-naked in the middle of the room, her bare breasts exposes. She
smiled at him.

“Wonderful to meet you, your eminence,” she said
politely.

The ambassador was flabbergasted.

Vanda turned to Raffe. “Just a bit o’ skill I
learned at Lady Bellechose’s. We only service men and women of
quality. Courtly manners are highly valued.”

Raffe looked at her skeptically but turned his
attention to the ambassador. “I want to speak with Vastiv again.
Today. Or try to speak with him. I’ve given it some thought and
maybe it was just too much too fast for him.”

“He’s lost his country, my dear boy. It might be
some time before he wants to even see you.”

“I can wait.”

“Well, he’s not going anywhere, not for a few days.
He’ll be in the infirmary healing. After that…well, he won’t be
returning to the Novarn Empire, that’s certain.”

“We can offer him a position with Uncle Raymar’s
soldiers,” Raffe said eagerly.

“Perhaps,” the ambassador hedged. “But more
importantly because of what you did for the Free Folk, things are
moving rapidly.” His eyes flicked to Vanda who had rapidly dressed.
She recognized the look of disappoint when her nudity was covered
up; she had seen it in so many men’s eyes.

“What I did?” asked Raffe. “What did I do?”

“Well, no one asked you to, but your little liaison
with the Novarn Vastiv resulted in the Empire withdrawing from all
negotiations. That opened things up and it looks like there will be
a few marriages very shortly and it Free Folk are going to benefit
from those marriages. Now the downside is that the Novarn Empire is
unhappy with Queen Froanta and the Free Folk, but that’s part of
the cycle of politics. More importantly, they’re angry with you.”
He cleared his throat. “You might want to take precautions against
assassins.”

“All because I fucked a beautiful and willing boy?”
Raffe sighed.

“Yes,” the ambassador said curtly. “You’ll be
smarter when you’re older about where you put your flesh wand, but
what’s done is done and we need to take advantage of it.”

“I doubt the queen will let you marry me off to her
scullery maid at this point,” Raffe said, not caring.

“True, but she had pledged to give us extra support
in our guardianship of the north pass if you will do just one small
favor for her.”

“What is it?” Raffe asked, sitting down on the bed.
Vanda finished dressing and gave him a kiss on the forehead before
slipping out of the room. She was good like that.

“You won’t mind doing it at all. It’s perfectly in
line with what you do on a day to day basis anyway.”

“What is it?”

“Your…seed is needed.”

“Of course it is.”

 


“I thought you were keeping your relationship
secret,” said Raffe as he stripped off his jerkin. He looked across
the bed at Alma where she was being assisted in removing her formal
dress by a disinterested maid. Raffe couldn’t help but take a close
look at the maid; she was young and passably pretty, nothing
notable. While he certainly would have flirted with her and tried
to seduce her into his bed under other circumstances, it didn’t
seem the best course of action at the moment.

“We were,” said Alma, indicating Cahira as she
helped the maid remove her clothes. The maid seemed annoyed by
Alma’s attempt at helping.

“But you did some…things that changed the entire
dynamic of the conference,” said Cahira from where she was lounging
on the opposite side of the room. Except for her outer jacket, she
was still in her full military uniform. She had one leg draped over
the arm of the chair, the back of her knee against the arm. Her leg
was slowly swinging back and forth as she pretended not to watch
Raffe and Alma. Raffe couldn’t help but admire how highly polished
her black boots were. They reached all the way to her knees and he
wondered if that would be a better look for him rather than the
mid-calf style he currently favored.

“That was unintended.” Raffe kicked off his boots
and, right after making a short mental note to ask Cahira where one
could acquire a pair of military boots like
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